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Abstract:   

The current common sense in the world of engineering management holds that the basic unit of work 
in a project is the task, and that the essential work of the manager is to plan, organise and oversee the 
performance of tasks. The authors argue that this perspective inevitably leads to a large-scale and 
unseen form of waste that they term "coordination waste". A sort of organisational “dark matter”, this 
coordination waste is most often only inferred as the difference between the time the project should 
have taken and the time it did take. 

We propose a new common sense in which basic unit of work is the commitment between two people: 
the “performer” and the "customer" whose mutual concerns are satisfied by making, managing and 
fulfilling commitments.  Inside this new common sense, tasks still get executed, but delays and waste 
are minimised or avoided because customers and performers have a new set of alternative moves 
available to them for navigating commitments.  

Drawing on work in applied linguistics, philosophy and biology, a new set of distinctions can be made 
about the coordination of action. These distinctions become foundations for generating new practices 
that improve efficiency, reduce coordination waste, increase agility and reduce delays in all phases of 
projects, as well as in recurrent process work. The opportunities created by these practices, that put 
people and their concerns at the centre of the action, are critical in the field of sustainability and 
environmental engineering because working in the field necessitates complex coordination.  

Examples drawn from applications in the energy, resources and high-tech sectors are provided to 
demonstrate how these distinctions have been used as the basis for new practices in a wide variety of 
projects and processes, producing results including the mobilization of $2M of project related energy 
savings, a 40% improvement in productivity and a 50% reduction in the average number of matters 
outstanding.  

The paper discusses the implications for process design and refers to innovative ways of using online 
gaming scenarios to help embed new skills and practices for project teamwork. 

Keywords: Productivity, coordination waste, commitment based management, trust, project, 
sustainability, innovation, efficiency, process design  
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Introduction 

Before the discovery of germs, women preferred a home birth attended to by a midwife because the 
chance of harm to their child, through illness or death, significantly increased if a “doctor” attended the 
birth. There were many reasons given to explain away the loss of human lives and why there was 
nothing more that could be done to change it. The establishment derided Ignaz Semmelweis, the man 
who first suggested that doctors washing their hands could reduce the death toll1. He was able to see 
something that they could not.  His new distinction created the opportunity for action to be taken to 
create a different future. That future is now our history. Washing your hands between any type of 
surgical procedure has become simply common sense. 

Many would argue that we are in a similar situation with climate change. Since it was first suggested 
that human activity was causing changes to the earth’s climate there have been many reasons offered 
to explain away what we are seeing and why there is no need, no reason, to take any action. Those 
who see a new distinction, that changes are being caused by our activities and our wastes, create the 
opportunity for us to take action to create a different future.  

This is the space that we like to think that engineers work in; creating a future that wasn’t going to 
happen anyway.  

The concept of sustainability arose from a shift in our understanding of available natural resources on 
Earth. Where we once saw limitless resources (restricted only by the capacity of the Earth to 
assimilate or absorb the resulting wastes), we now know that the resources are finite and the waste 
generated by human activity is damaging the planet in ways we may not fully understand. That 
distinction has created countless opportunities for action to reduce or avoid process wastes and 
increase process efficiencies across multiple domains such as transport, mining, energy, water and 
the built environment – many examples of which can be found in the proceedings of this conference 
and others like it. 

The aim of extracting the maximum benefits from the materials and energy used and generating the 
minimum amount of waste is now seen as common sense. But what if there is another kind of waste 
that we have been unable to see?  A form of waste that, because it is hidden, leads us to explain it 
away and thus prevents the development of opportunities to take action to reduce or avoid it? What if 
the skills and sensibilities we need to see and deal with this waste are the some of the same skills and 
sensibilities we need to lead and engage others in the “mindset shift” to sustainability thinking? 

The current common sense: materials, information and tasks 
The current common sense in the world of engineering management holds that the basic unit of work 
in a project is the task, and that the essential work of the manager is to plan, organise and oversee the 
performance of these tasks with tools like work breakdown structures and Gantt charts.2 In this world 
the dominant paradigm of communication is understood as “transmission of information from one mind 
to another”. 

We argue that this perspective inevitably leads to a large-scale and unseen form of waste that we call 
"coordination waste". A sort of organisational “dark matter”, this coordination waste is rarely measured 
and most often only inferred as the difference between the time it should have taken and the time it did 
take. We talk of things like “the planning fallacy” – that projects will inevitably take three times longer 
than you estimate they should – to explain the waste away. If a project should happen to be delivered 
“on time” then we reason they just got lucky, it didn’t rain as much for them as it did for us or they 
didn’t have to deal with a change in Government half way through. 

 
 
 
 

                                                        
1 See for example http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ignaz_Semmelweis 
2 The standard in this area is the Project Management Body of Knowledge or PMBOX. See http://www.pmi.org/default.aspx  
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A new common sense: relationships, commitment and coordination 

“Conversation, then, is not merely a prelude to action, it is its very essence.”3 

We propose a new common sense that puts people and their concerns at the centre of the action in 
which the basic unit of work is not a task but a commitment between two people: the “performer” and 
the "customer". Their mutual concerns are satisfied by making, managing and fulfilling commitments 
as part of a conversation for action. Inside this new common sense, tasks still get executed, but delays 
and waste are minimised or avoided because customers and performers have a new set of alternative 
moves available to them for navigating commitments. Moves that improve the coordination of action, 
build trust and lay the groundwork for innovation because they highlight the limitations of our learnt 
responses that resulted from only being able to see the current common-sense4. It is no small 
difference. The shift from task to commitment, and the difference it can make, is significant.  

 
How does it happen? The speech acts that form the basis of these conversations for action between a 
customer and a performer are requests, offers, promises and declarations. 
 
Motivated by a desire to take care of a particular concern a person will either 

i) make a request of another person – where the speaker asks a listener to take care of 
something that the speaker is concerned about, or 

ii) make an offer to another person – where the speaker offers to take care of something 
they think the listener is concerned about. 

 
In each case there are three elements required to make an offer or a request effective: 

1. Conditions of satisfaction – “what” is to be done and the standard to which it is to be 
completed. 

2. Time for completion – “when” it is to be done by. 
3. An existing background of obviousness –the context in which the conversation takes place, 

more broadly the “where”. 

If we assume for now that those three elements are present, when someone makes a request or an 
offer it leads to the creation of a promise – where a speaker or performer promises to take care of 
                                                        
3 Flores, F., Conversations For Action and Collected Essays, 2012, p 5 
4 Building Trust: In Business, Politics, Relationships, and Life, Solomon, R.C. and Fores, F., Oxford University Press, 1993 

CASE STUDY #1: Delivering greater accountability and productivity 

Context: Gold Coast Water’s Development Control Team comprises professionals, mainly engineers, who 
implement water supply and sewerage infrastructure planning and policy. They assess and condition more 
than 1,000 development applications a year ranging in complexity from simple dwellings and alterations, to 
massively complex multi-unit, multi-million dollar commercial and residential developments. As well as being 
highly technical, the issues they deal with often have considerable political, financial and legal ramifications. 
All this adds up to a situation where the team members face a constant stream of complex information 
process work that can generate significant backlogs and a feeling of hopelessness. Management sought to 
improve productivity by strengthening the teams’ capacity to handle fluctuations in their workload and the 
nature of the assessment work. 

Results: 

• A 40% improvement in productivity 
• A 50% reduction in the average number of matters outstanding. 
• A 30% reduction in the Development Application waiting list (against a target of a 20% reduction) 

Approach: Introducing commitment-based methods awakened a better understanding of the ways teams 
can build trust and communicate to accelerate results. Creating a shared understanding of the team promise 
and a new way of understanding the actions required from each member of the team to deliver on that 
promise. The foundations for new processes and improved relationships with key internal customers, 
increased confidence in their ability to learn together and overcome obstacles and produced a more positive 
and resilient mood within the team. 
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something that a listener or customer is concerned about. The customer now has an expectation that 
their concern will be taken care of. 

Those three speech acts get us three-quarters of the way there. The entire framework that makes up 
these conversations for action is summarized in the basic action workflow loop shown in the figure 
below. Starting in a preparation phase, concerns are identified so that an offer or request can be 
made; a negotiation phase may then follow where the “what”, “when” and “where” are agreed upon. A 
promise can then be made once the offer or request is accepted before moving into an execution 
phase that is most often the focus of organisational attention. 

 

In order to complete the conversation for action the performer must declare completion of the promise 
to the customer. Only then can the customer for that promise consider the work that has been 
undertaken, compare it to the “what”, “when” and “where” that underpinned the promise and then 
declare their satisfaction or dis-satisfaction. Declarations are powerful speech acts because they 
create new possibilities for action just by their speaking.  

As an example, speaking a declaration that I have completed the report you have requested on 
carbon emissions in the previous quarter creates new possibilities for action. They include the 
possibility that you can now take the action of reviewing the report or that you can now tell your boss 
that you have it and will be reviewing the report for her this afternoon ahead of tomorrow’s meeting.  

Your declaration of satisfaction in the report creates the possibility of me catching up on my email and 
leaving work on time today, while a declaration of your dissatisfaction creates new possibilities for 
actions that have me working late into the night to revise or correct the report! 

How can we see coordination waste? 

These speech acts then become the foundations for generating new practices that improve efficiency, 
reduce or avoid coordination waste, increase agility and reduce delays in any domain where people 
work to accomplish things together - across all project phases and in recurrent process work.  

The work of our profession almost always involves coordinating effectively with very diverse 
stakeholders – internal and external. In our experience, developing embodied competency in the 
application of the workflow loop generates practices that rapidly build trust, produces cost savings and 
improves the conditions for implementing innovative designs and practices. 

But what do these practices look like? In much the same way that the amount of dark-matter in the 
universe has been quantified by looking for what is missing, the first step in reducing coordination 
waste is to consider what part of the loop might be missing. 
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What we have found is that there is often a missing customer. This is very common in IT related 
projects where business analysts spend months meeting with people from teams across the 
organisation to generate “business requirements”.  Without a clear customer there is no single person 
who can declare that they are satisfied the work has been completed or there is nobody to declare that 
use of the new system is mandatory. 
 
The possibility for rework, completion of unnecessary work and ultimately for not delivering what the 
customer requires is evident by statistics that show over half of large IT projects fail to be implemented 
effectively, with almost one fifth of them going so badly that they can threaten the very existence of the 
company due to cost overruns of between 200 and 400%. Similar overruns are often seen in complex 
infrastructure projects. 5 
 
For those in the business of identifying and implementing opportunities for sustainability the lack of a 
customer can also be a major issue. Reports identifying improvement opportunities and proposals to 
help implement them have all to often progressed no further than the bottom drawer. In some cases 
they get as far as a conversation with the operations team who promise they will get back to you. 
Without the right customer to listen to your offer all of your work can be for nothing.  Taking a 
commitment-based approach to the implementation of sustainability initiatives generates new 
possibilities when people are provided with the workflow loop and coached in how to look for (and take 
action to remedy) missing conversations to create a joined up series of promises instead of a 
mountain of tasks. 
 

 

                                                        
5 http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/business_technology/delivering_large-scale_it_projects_on_time_on_budget_and_on_value  
Accessed 28/8/2013 

CASE STUDY #2 - Overcoming resistance to change: A problem with power 

Context: Ensight are recognised as world leaders in best practice sustainable environmental system 
design and implementation of energy efficiency and embedded electricity generation. They understand 
identifying opportunities is only half the battle because there are no operating cost savings if energy 
efficiency projects are delayed or abandoned because of production imperatives and change fatigue. 

Their client, a large copper mine, smelter and refinery complex in South Africa, had tried before to get 
energy efficiency initiatives off the ground and had failed. The scope for cost savings was very large: 
Ensight had already identified around 120 potential significant energy savings opportunities in an 
environment of steadily rising electricity prices. 

Results: 

• Immediate traction with $2M of project related energy savings mobilised within the first 8 weeks 
of the introduction of commitment based methods. 

• Laid the foundations for new processes and improved relationships and trust with key internal 
customers. 

• Increased confidence in their ability to identify the moods associated with relationships and 
work productively with them. 

• Direct application of the learnings was observed within days, creating a virtuous cycle of 
application of learning and learning through application at work and outside of work. 

Approach: Working with the Ensight team created an expanded view of their complex audit planning 
and analysis processes which they began to see as a joined-up set of promises, not merely a mountain 
of tasks. Client teams were coached in practicing new moves to manage their intense workload in a 
more streamlined, commitment-based way. On site, middle management team leaders designed their 
projects as a network of commitments between customers and performers, opening a new, trust and 
relationship-based interpretation of the previous barriers, and setting up new protocols for cross-
functional teamwork. This approach catalyzed profound change realizing significant cost savings and 
environment and social benefits. 
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Reconceiving business process design for genuine accountability 

There are very few organisations that do not have process maps full of sequences of tasks across 
multiple swim lanes, RACI charts and PDs that list out extensive accountabilities. The message that 
comes from this documentation is clear – you are the person we will talk to if this task is not done. 

What is most often missing in our view is a clear and explicit statement of who the customer is that 
you are accountable to. Has there been a conversation with them to clarify the conditions that they will 
be using to decide if they are satisfied – the what, when and where? How can you accept an 
accountability if you do not know the standards you will be held to? If there is no customer then why 
are you doing the work? 
 
The most common response we hear to this suggestion is “there is no point asking my manager that 
question because they don’t know the answer.” In our experience, that is because they have accepted 
an accountability from their manager without having an effective conversation and so they are not 
clear on what they have been tasked to deliver! This is particularly evident when seeking to effect 
organisational change. 
 
Examining your business processes by asking questions like: 

• “Who is the customer?” 
• “Who is the performer?” 
• “What is the concern that we are asking the performer to take care of?” 
•  “What are the standards we are expecting to be applied to the work?” and 
•  “How will the customer decide if their concern has been taken care of?” 

rapidly starts to identify sources of confusion and coordination waste and creates opportunities to take 
action to remove it – a key practice in sustainability. 
 
Flowing from that outcome is that managers (who are most often the customers for our work) will have 
a mechanism for holding people accountable for their performance. A less obvious corollary is that 
performers have a mechanism for helping their managers become better customers for their work! 
 

CASE STUDY #3 - Leading profound change in a mission-critical environment  

Context: While the small mining team at Stanwell Corporation was considered to function well, it was about 
to double in size to 30 people, with a significantly increased span of control and greater accountability for 
managing risk. Economic operation of the mine was critical for Stanwell’s main generation business, the 
more so given that the mining services agreement was beginning an extensive open market tender process, 
and a $52M, 60,000-hour dragline refurbishment program was about to start requiring careful management. 
New roles were needed and there was significant pressure on the team to perform. The challenge was to 
ensure that the new, expanded team was equipped to manage the business successfully through a time of 
massive change and expansion over an extremely short period.  

Results: 

• The new team was mobilised quickly and powerfully, executing the transition to the new mining 
services agreement with minimal impact on day-to-day operations.  

• An increased level of accountability was achieved within the team and new tools to support 
continuous improvement in relationships with key internal stakeholders were adopted, resulting in 
more effective coordination of their actions and reduced waste and re-work.  

• A more positive and resilient mood was generated within the team, sustained in the face of 
extensive downsizing in the rest of the enterprise. 

Approach: Significant business processes were used as examples and worked through with the team to 
highlight the benefits of having effective conversations. The team learned to seek and to give assessments 
of performance, and hold one another accountable for reporting on their promises.  These accountability 
practices built faith and trust within the team, and strengthened the team members’ identities by taking their 
promises seriously. This built solidarity and a stronger team spirit. 

The team invented a new set of practices for coordinating their work, including practices for making and 
managing reliable commitments; and for making more effective requests and more valuable offers to one 
another and to stakeholders. 
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The critical issue of practice 
Nobody expects that a recent graduate who has studied the theory of heat transfer and has 
demonstrated that they can apply that theory in a classroom context would be competent to design a 
heat exchanger. They need opportunities to practice and develop their skills and their understanding 
of what is required. Yet the tendency is for engineers who are presented with the new distinctions 
outlined in this paper to consider that they have learnt them – especially as we have been 
communicating and coordinating everyday of our professional lives. 
 
Recalling the doctors’ response to the suggestion they should wash their hands, we suggest that we 
are to varying extents blind to the conversations that are missing in our lives. If it were not so, there 
would be no missing conversations, no miscommunication, no rework and no project variation!  
 
As the case studies demonstrate, the distinctions and practices we are outlining here have produced 
significant reduction in waste and costs when they are put into practice. But new practices, especially 
conversational practices, require two things before we can become competent:  

1. sufficient recurrence to gain a level of ‘embodied’ competency that allows us to perform the 
new moves smoothly so the performance doesn’t interfere with work, but complements/ 
enables it.  

2. Since humans learn heuristically (by trial and error), to implement recurrent practice we need 
the opportunity to make (inevitable) mistakes without penalty. This is difficult in professional 
engineering environments because our professional culture does not allow for mistake-making 
(professionals don’t make mistakes; they are paid to get it right) and mistakes often have 
serious political and economic consequences.  

 
To address these two critical issues, we have working with a new approach to teaching coordination 
skills to project professionals. By using an online multiplayer game platform as a “flight simulator” for 
project coordination and teamwork we are able to provide this recurrent practice of skills for reducing 
coordination waste in an environment that is deeply engaging and allows participants to learn from 
their mistakes without the financial and reputational consequences of a real-world project.  
 

Conclusion 
Waste from miscoordination is a significant contribution to cost in all projects and to the unnecessary 
consumption of energy and materials. We are in a professional culture of blindness to this form of 
waste generation: it is inherently difficult to measure and the profession has a tendency to explain it 
away with skill deficits, miscommunication or external circumstances. This blindness is perpetuated by 
the “common sense” about engineering work, namely that it consists of the performance of tasks, and 
is measured in time and costs.  

By making new distinctions about speaking and listening, we can begin to move beyond the dominant 
paradigm of communication as “transmission of information from one mind to another” and begin to 
see work as the fulfilment of commitments that people make to one another to take care of a mutual 
concern. By putting people and their concerns at the centre of the action engineers can identify 
missing conversations that result in wasteful miscoordination in both project and production 
environments. The result is further minimisation or avoidance of energy and material consumption, 
reduced costs, more agile and efficient coordination, increased productivity and more sustainable 
project outcomes.  

 


